Abstract. At least 10% of nests in a population of moorhens, Gallinula chloropus, at Peakirk, Cambridgeshire, received parasitic eggs (X=1·7, range 1-6) laid by conspecific females. To determine whether hosts have behavioural mechanisms to counter intraspecific brood parasitism, realistic model eggs were introduced into nests during various stages of the host's laying period. All eggs placed in nests before the host had begun to lay were destroyed. All experimental eggs added after the fourth host egg had been laid were accepted. However, at earlier stages of the host's laying period, some host pairs responded to parasitism by deserting the clutch. None ejected the parasitic egg. Moorhens were most likely to desert the nest if the parasitic egg was added after they had laid only one egg, and the host response was independent of how different the experimental and host eggs looked. Moorhens were also more likely to desert in response to parasitism later in the season where there was more nesting vegetation available, and they had more alternative nesting sites. A model showed that when hosts are parasitized early in their laying period, it is advantageous for the hosts to desert and complete their clutch in a new nest. After the host has laid two or more eggs, it is better to accept parasitism because the cost of desertion exceeds the cost of parasitism.
Host responses to brood parasitism are expected to vary in relation to its costs, which are likely to vary according to the timing of parasitism, the number of parasitic eggs laid, whether the parasite is related to the host and the costs of recognizing and rejecting the foreign eggs (Davies & Brooke 1989b; Rothstein 1990; Braa et al. 1992; Lotem et al. 1992; Moksnes et al. 1993) . Recent studies of intraspecific brood parasitism in the cliff swallow, Hirundo pyrrhonota (Brown 1984) , the barn swallow, Hirundo rustica (Møller 1987) , the European starling, Sturnus vulgaris (Power et al. 1989; Pinxten et al. 1991) , the Northern masked weaver, Ploceus taeniopterus (Jackson 1992) and the American coot, Fulica americana (Lyon 1992 (Lyon , 1993a have documented host responses to naturally occurring brood parasitism based on the appearance and disappearance of distinctive eggs in nests and extremely rare observations of hosts discarding eggs. However, to monitor accurately host responses to the appearance of foreign eggs in their nest it is necessary to control the occurrence and timing of parasitism. This can be achieved by conducting experiments in which eggs are added to nests. A number of studies have used this method of simulating brood parasitism to look at responses of hosts to interspecific brood parasites (Weller 1971; Rothstein 1974 Rothstein , 1975 Davies & Brooke 1989a; Moksnes & Røskaft 1989) . This technique has recently been applied to test the host's ability to discriminate eggs in species with intraspecific brood parasitism (Emlen & Wrege 1986; Møller 1987; Stouffer et al. 1987) .
Individuals of some avian species have the ability to discriminate their own eggs from those of conspecifics. For example, various species of colonially breeding seabirds such as guillemots (Uria spp.) show egg discrimination ability which minimizes the risk of a bird mistaking a neighbour's egg for its own (Birkhead 1978; Gaston et al. 1993) . Egg discrimination has also evolved in species subject to intraspecific brood parasitism. For example, village weaverbirds, Ploceus cucullatus, eject foreign conspecific eggs from their nests (Victoria 1972) , and American coots have developed an anti-parasite tactic of burying foreign eggs in their nests (Arnold 1987; Lyon 1992 Lyon , 1993b .
Moorhens, Gallinula chloropus, in Britain are well known to exhibit intraspecific brood parasitism (Wood 1974; Huxley & Wood 1976; Gibbons 1986; Møller & Petrie 1990 
